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The impact of mechanical reproduction within contemporary art is a multifaceted and complex topic that encompasses a range of technological advancements and their influence on artistic production. As technologies continue their relentless march forward with major leaps within the Artificial Intelligence sector, in this essay I will study how reproduction art has stemmed from mass reproduction and has moved into the digital age. 
I will question how these advancements have increasingly posed a risk to the artist and forced them to evolve. I will investigate how art has increasingly become commoditised alongside these advancements in technology, with emphasis on how quantity and marketability has directly overshadowed the intrinsic value of art and its inherent conceptual depth. 
[bookmark: _Int_XVAXzlAG]I will enquire into the work of Walter Benjamin (1892-1940), a German-Jewish critic and philosopher and his seminal work, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction first published in 1936. I will explore Benjamin’s notions of the profound impacts of technological advancements, particularly the advent of mechanical reproduction, on the nature and perception of art. 
[bookmark: _Int_nKY227w8]I will also investigate the work of Jonathon Crary, an American art historian and critic known for his work on the intersections of visual culture, technology and modernity. I will focus on his book, 24/7: Late Capitalism and the Ends of Sleep, first published in 2013. Whilst Crary does not specifically focus on mass reproduction, his book does address the broader implications of the consistent nature of contemporary life and life influenced by technological advancements. He widely critques the commodification of time in an incessant, digitally driven culture. I will also investigate how this book in particular will correspond to the advancements of AI generative software's and the challenges this will create to the future of creative minds. 
I will also investigate the artists Andy Warhol (1928-1987) and Jeff Koons (1955-present) who have both faced challenges and legal issues related to copyright during their careers. While their approaches are vastly different within their individual practice, it is well documented both artists have taken direct influence from photographic images to recreate their own work. I will take a look at the boundaries between appropriation and infringement and how this has affected the value of the original works. In relation to Andy Warhol, I will also delve into the work of one of his students, Elaine Sturtevant (1924- 2014) an artist well known for their repetition of works by other artists, anticipating at an early date the discourse surrounding authenticity and originality (Obrist, 2014). In particular, I will look into her connection with Warhol and how this ultimately tethered the two artists together as Warhol became one of Sturtevant’s muses. 





Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) and Jonathan Crary emerge as pivotal figures whose works traverse different epochs yet converge in their profound examinations of the transformative forces shaping arts and society from the early 20th century into the contemporary era. Whilst Benjamin’s work, crafted in the 1930s, centers on the rise of fascism and mass media; Crary’s analysis, published in 2013, addresses the complexities of a globalized 24/7 culture shaped by digital technologies. While Benjamin focuses primarily on the impact on art, Crary broadens the scope to encompass broader aspects of life in the contemporary era, shedding light on the commodification of time itself. Thus, whilst sharing foundational concerns, both scholars offer distinct perspectives shaped by their respective historical milieus. 
Benjamin argues that the advent of mechanical reproduction, such as film and photography, has altered the traditional aura associated with the original works of art. The reproducibility leads to a change in perception and the social function of art, rather creating something with political and propaganda-based undertones. ‘’The fact that the work of art can now be reproduced by technological means alters the relationship of the mass to art.’’ (Benjamin, 1935. Pg. 26)
He goes on to describe a work of arts uniqueness is identical with its ‘embeddedness in the context of tradition’ (Benjamin, 1935. Pg. 10). Traditional works offer more singularity than works of art in contemporary terms. This singularity occupied a different context, one of worship or idyllic nature, the piece as a standalone held an ‘aura’, as Benjamin describes something that was once revered due to its originality and gave the piece its value. Historically, objects and art were the basis of worship creating the sense of awe which gave the piece its social value. (The National Gallery, London. 2013) 
As technological advancements soar, this once ritualistic value within a singularity is lost as works of art are readily reproduceable, and designed to be so, losing the original ‘aura’ and intrinsic value of the first initial piece. Arguably, the more a piece is reproduced the less the original piece is now worth, in monetary and that of its conceptual value. Authenticity has been lost through reproduction and therefore a piece loses its presence in time and place as the reproductions can be placed anywhere throughout the globe. This planned obsolescence can be seen in almost all aspects of modern designs. A product is designed to fail, causing a consumer to need and want to buy a new product to replace it. Ritualistic notions are dissolved. It becomes political, manipulative and scientific with advancements in mass consumption of art.
Planned obsolescence is the practice of designing products that will have a limited life span. (BBC Bitesize, n.d.) In terms of art, it refers to a deliberate strategy employed by artists or art movements to design works with limited relevance. Unlike traditional artworks, that aim for enduring significance, planned obsolescence in art intentionally incorporates elements that make the work ephemeral or time bound. This challenges conventional notions of permanence and stimulates the viewer to engage with the transitory nature of the artworks.  Within art, it prompts contemplation on the impermanence of cultural habits and artifacts, the fleeting nature of trends and the cyclical patterns of artistic relevance. (Duncan, 2018)
Antek Walczak, an American writer and artist known for his contributions to the art collective Bernadette Corporation, is a key figure in the contemporary art scene who has engaged with the concept of planned obsolescence in thought-provoking ways. His works often reflect a critical stance towards consumer culture and his unique perspective on planned obsolescence in art and society aligns with a broader critique of the relentless cycles of the 24/7 society, of the continuous cycles of consumptions and disposability of cultural artifacts. This idea of consumption coincides perfectly with Jonathon Crary’s text, both engage critically with the pervasive influence of late capitalism on contemporary culture and art. Walczak’s exploration of planned obsolescence resonates with Crary’s analysis of a culture driven by constant connectivity and consumption. Thus, echoing Crary’s concerns about the commodification of time. 
Crary’s exploration of the ceaseless production and consumption cycles challenges conventional notions of time, urge readers to reconsider the impact of mass manufacturing on the human experience and the erosion of work/life boundaries within capitalism. He scrutinizes how the ceaseless pace of modern life, driven by technological advancements and the ubiquity of digital media, has impacted the creation and reception of art. Crary repeatedly questions the established notions of authenticity and originality as mass reproduction blurs the boundaries between the unique art object and its replicated forms. 
Walczak’s work provides a critical commentary on the temporality of technology and the constant cycle of innovation, echoing concerns about the disposability of the digital age. This relates to Benjamins concerns with how mass-produced art becomes ephemeral, and ultimately contributes to a disposable culture. The pace of modern life, in relation to Crary, contributes to the devaluation of time, fostering a culture were moments and experiences become fleeting and easily replaced, echoing the disposability of time within the consumption of art. 
Crary and Benjamin, though separated by time and context, share significant thematic resonances in their respective works. The works converge in their exploration of the impact of modernity on arts and culture. Both delve into the transformative effects of technological advancements on human experience. While Benjamin contemplates the implications of mechanical reproduction and the aura of the artwork, Crary extends this discourse into the realm of capitalism and the incessant rhythms of contemporary life. Both authors engage with the consequences of mass production and reproduction, unraveling the complex intersections of technology and aesthetics of the evolving landscapes of their respective eras.


The mass production of art has led to a shift in how art is perceived. The emphasis on quantity and marketability can overshadow the intrinsic value or conceptual depth of the artwork.  The consumerist fetish between art as a commodity has become increasingly prominent in the contemporary art world. This can be seen in the work Fountain (fig, 1) 1917 by Marcel Duchamp. The ‘readymade’ nature of his art shares the urinal unchanged in any way other than a handwritten signature. The manufactured objected recreated on mass as consumerist goods, has been given a new lease of life by attaching a name, Duchamps, to the piece. Therefore, increasing the value and transcending from an object and commodity to a work of art.  
The artist Jeff Koons, an artist well known for creating highly polished large-scale sculptures, is closely associated with the concept of reproduction art. Koons often appropriates and transforms everyday objects into art, blurring the boundaries between high and low culture. His work often features highly recognizable consumer goods, such as vacuum cleaners, inflatable toys, reproduced on a much larger scale. (artincontext, 2021)
Jeff Koon’s engagement with reproduction art extends beyond mere replication; it involves a meticulous process of transformation and magnification that challenges traditional notions of originality and uniqueness in his art, or the ‘aura’ as Benjamin would describe. His work prompts viewers to reconsider the relationship between art, consumer culture and the mass production of images within contemporary society. His works within the series Balloon Dog (fig, 2) exemplify his interest in reproduction specifically of inflatable toys. The towering reflective sculptures that mimic balloon animals are translations of the ephemeral and disposable into something much more durable and monumental artworks.
Interestingly, both Walczak and Koon delve into the notions of commodification and mass production inherent within contemporary society. Walczak’s critique of planned obsolescence aligns with Koon’s deliberate choice of materials and production methods. The Balloon Dog sculptures are meticulously crafted, highly reproduced, reproduction of inflatable balloon animals which capture a momentary and ephemeral quality in a durable, reflective surface. Koon’s, much like Walczak, addresses the notion of value and permanence in the context of mass-produced objects, albeit in a more celebratory and pop-infused manner. In relation to each other, the artists prompt the viewer to reflect on the transitory nature of consumer goods and the tension between the disposable realm of contemporary art. 
In the context of Jonathan Crary’s exploration, Koon’s sculptures take on additional layers of meaning. The reflective surfaces of the sculptures create a dynamic interplay with the surrounding environment, embodying a constant state of flux, in which the reflection can never be replicated or reproduced adding to the uniqueness of the piece within a certain time frame. These highly polished surfaces not only mimic the aesthetics of mass-produced objects but also engage with the hyper visibility and spectacle inherent in a digitally driven culture. The surface transcends the initial rubber balloon manifestation, into something much more mechanised and robotic. 
Koon’s sculptures confront the commodification of art and the market forces that shape culture production, echoing both Benjamin’s concerns about the impact of capitalism on art and Crary’s reflections on the relentless cycles of consumption. The sculptures are simultaneously a celebration and critique of consumer culture, a poignant symbol that resonates with the temporal complexities articulated by Benjamin and Crary. 


Elaine Sturtevant is another artist inherently interested in reproduction at the heart of her practice. Sturtevant pioneered an early discourse around the notions of appropriation and ownership during the late 1960’s.  As the founder of the appropriationist movement, known widely for her provocative practice of replicating and reinterpreting iconic artworks alongside Andy Warhol, the leading figure of the Pop Art movement, both played pivotal roles in challenging traditional notions of originality and authenticity. Sturtevant deliberately engaged in the act of duplications, recreating one of Warhols pieces in particular, titles Flowers. (fig, 3) 
The original Warhol piece was already deeply enmeshed in questions of originality. As the inspiration for the piece, Warhol used a photograph of hibiscus blossoms he had found in the 1964 Modern Photography magazine. Patricia Caulfield, the photographer of this image, brought a lawsuit against Warhol in 1966 for unauthorized use of her image (Hoory, 2016). Sturtevant then reused this screen, first executing the prints during 1969, as a direct reproduction of Warhols series, going beyond mere homage and actively challenging traditional notions of artistic creation and ownership. (Obrist, 2014) 
Sturtevant and Warhol’s engagement with reproduction becomes even more pertinent within the context of Jonathan Crary’s exploration of 24/7 culture. Their insistence on replicating and multiplying images aligns with Crary’s critique of the relentless pace of modern life and the constant bombardment of images in contemporary society. Sturtevant and Warhol’s pioneering approaches to reproductions serve as precursors to the concerns raised by Crary regarding the commodification of images in the digital age.  
Warhol demonstrated that objects and manufacturing methods of mass production are also worthy subjects and tools to create art. Sturtevant went even further than that; she explored and dismantled the notion of the artist and the ‘aura’ that is accorded to an original piece of work. Like Benjamin, she accepts the aura, yet as she reproduces the work by hand it is no longer mechanical and therefore becomes a ‘one-off’ piece once more (Obrist, 2014). Warhol’s work in particular resonates with the ideas put forth by Crary and Benjamin whilst engaging with the ideas surrounding mass production and celebrity culture. His work embodies Benjamin’s notion of the impact of mechanical reproduction on the aura of the work. Sturtevant on the other hand, while her focus lies on the reinterpretation of existing artworks, it stands in direct opposition to Walter Benjamin’s notion of the ‘aura’ surrounding original artworks. Benjamin specifically laments the diminishing aura of original artworks in the face of mass reproduction technologies. Sturtevant’s deliberate act of re-making challenges this aura by blurring the lines between the original and the copy. Sturtevant’s reinterpretations emphasize the reproducibility of artistic concepts and question the status of the unique original. In doing so, she directly challenges Benjamin’s concerns about the loss of authenticity, proposing a new mode of engagement with that that questions the very notion of singularity and authenticity. Instead embracing the transformative power of reproduction and reinterpretation in contemporary art discourse.  
Interestingly, Sturtevant spoke of cybernetics often during the 1960s and later embraced digital media, ‘What is currently compelling is our pervasive cybernetic mode, which plunks copyright into mythology, makes origins a romantic notion, and pushes creativity outside the self,’ (Barry, 2016) The introduction of technological advancement within society is something that Crary and Benjamin speak of often. Their ideas about technological advancements and its impact on art and culture provide valuable insights that can be extended to the introduction of Artificial Intelligence, or AI as it is more commonly referred. With the advent of AI, the whole conversation is surpassed with a new layer of complexity. 
Walter Benjamin’s reflections on the loss of the aura in mechanically reproduced art becomes particularly relevant in the context of AI-generated art. As ai algorithms produce artworks, questions about authorship, creativity and the unique human touch start to arise. Benjamin’s emphasis on the original and its unique qualities invites contemplation on how AI generated art challenges these traditional outlooks. 
As Crary’s exploration is much more contemporary to begin with, his notion of a 24/7 culture driven by constant connectivity and digital media extends to the role of AI and how it possesses the potential to shape our daily lives. AI influences not only the creation of art but also how we receive and engage with it. The integration of AI in the art world raises questions about the acceleration of cultural production, the commodification of time and the potential impact on human perception and creativity. In the age of AI, Crary and Benjamin’s ideas act as a framework for critically assessing the implications of technological advancements across a range of cultural issues such as production, reception and more importantly the authenticity of the art. The discourse initiated by these two scholars became a crucial lens through which to understand the evolving relationship between technology and art. These conversations highlight concerns about disposability, echoing through Antek Walczak’s explorations of temporality. The tension between technological progress and authenticity emerges, posing critical questions about the future intersections within consumerist fetish and creativity. 
The highly consumerist nature of generative art can be seen in the June issue of Cosmopolitan magazine, 2022 (fig, 5). The Dall-E software was used to create the ‘world's first AI generated magazine cover’ (Clarke, 2022) The collaboration between digital artists Karen X Cheng and Dall-E depicts a fictional astronaut stepping closer to the viewer.  
The guardian explains the process of how generative AI works; 
‘‘It works through a process known as diffusion. Essentially, huge datasets are scraped together to train the AI...the AI is able to devise new content that resembles the training data but isnt identical. Once it has seen millions of pictures of dogs tagged with the word ‘dog’, it is able to lay down pixels in the shape of a novel pup that resembles the datasets closely enough that we would have no issue labelling it a dog. AI image tools still struggle with rendering hands that look human, body proportions can be off and they have a habit of producing nonsense writing,’’ (Clarke, 2022) 
Artificial intelligence certainly exhibits remarkable capabilities in demonstrating the potential to generate conceptually intriguing pieces. However, it is not without its limitations. AI lacks the intuitive and emotional values inherent in human creativity. While it may be able to replicate patterns and learn to understand the basic outlines of a dog, it struggles to grasp the nuanced subtleties of human and cultural contexts. The art that is produced is heavily formulaic, relying on learned patterns and leading to a lack of true innovation to push past those established boundaries. 
This learning cycle directly relates to the notions of originality within Benjamin’s work. As the software must be fed endless amounts of images to produce a ‘new’ image, it is argued that the work it creates is not authentic and becomes a melee of other artists works, amalgamated into one piece that is unoriginal. 
AI generative art introduces the element of planned obsolescence into the artistic realm, a concept explored by Walczak. AI algorithms are trained on contemporary trends and the resulting artworks may reflect current styles and preferences as a result. This aligns with the notion of obsolescence as the artworks may become temporally bound, designed to resonate with the current cultural moment but will potentially lose relevance as trends evolve. The relentless pace which is inherent with AI generative art mirror Crary and his critique of a sleepless society, highlighting the potential dangers of prioritizing constant production over deep reflection and emotional intricacies within art. 
In the context of Benjamin’s concerns the traditional sense of authenticity and reverence attached to the singular art object is lost. The software's capacity to replicate styles and generate new compositions challenge the traditional understanding of what makes each art piece unique. 

In conclusion, the anxieties faced around losing the aura and authenticity of art is a multifaced issue. In a world shaped by technology, the dialogues of Walter Benjamin, Jonathan Crary and the contemporary artists I have investigated illuminate the ever-evolving relationship between art and the perpetual march of time.  Whilst situated in very different eras, Walter Benjamin and Jonathan Crary, illuminate the ever-evolving challenges posed by technology towards the temporality of art. As we navigate the intersections of planned obsolescence and the introduction of new Artificial Intelligences, it is crucial to create an ongoing dialogue between technology and artistic expression. Just as Benjamin's ideas relate to the present challenges, it is important to not leave anything behind. The old technology must be enriched alongside that of the new. Mechanical reproduction brings together these two scholars under one common theme; technological advancement. 
As AI continues to grow and brings in a new wave of reproduction within art, the question of authenticity will undoubtedly become a stronger topic of conversation. With artists like Sturtevant already facing difficult conversations around appropriation and deliberate reproductions, advancements in software will open the door to a wave of new critics and bad publicity. Jonathan Crary’s notions of a sleepless society forever creating and engaging with artworks will soon become reality, and the mechanical reproduction spoken of in Walter Benjamins work will move aside to wave in a new digital age. 
The relentless advancements of technology in art, while offering unprecedented tools and possibilities, carry inherent dangers for creative minds. The rapid integration of artificial intelligence and digital tools threatens to homogenize artistic expression. This leads to a potential dilution of individuality and the commodification of creativity. The danger lies in the erosion of the handmade, the intuitive and the deeply personal aspects of art. Technology, if wielded without thoughtful consideration, can engender a dependency on algorithms and predefined templates. Stifling the spontaneity and unpredictability that characterizes true innovation. As AI continues to shape the artistic landscape, the discourses initiated by Benjamin and Crary offer critical framework for understanding the evolution and dynamics between technology, art and the human experience.
Furthermore, the omnipresence of technology introduces the risk of prioritizing novelty of substance, where emphasis on the latest tools and software's overshadow the fundamental depth of artistic expression. As the creative mind navigates this technologically saturated landscape, a critical balance must be struck between harnessing the benefits of technological progress and safeguarding the intrinsic qualities that make art profound and a very human endeavor. The reliance on algorithms may prioritise novelty over substance, potentially undermining the authenticity of artistic expression. Without such vigilance, the very essence of creativity stands at risk of being overshadowed by the allure of technological convenience. 
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